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  1 
Local perceptions of sustainability indicators: 
an issue of scale and management 
 
 
Abstract 
A key element for sustainable development is the perception that local people hold of 
their social, economic and ecological environment and within these perceptions are 
implicit indicators of sustainability that may or may not be integrated.  Further these 
local indicators may not accord with those at the national or global scale.  
Accordingly spatial scale presents a particular set of challenges in identifying 
appropriate indicators of sustainability.  This paper focuses on one aspect of a larger 
project on the issue of scale in sustainable indicators; local perceptions of 
sustainability.  The paper reports on a survey of sustainability conducted across thirty-
two sub-catchments in three major catchments in south-west Victoria that sought to 
uncover what people perceived as socially, economically and ecologically sustainable 
in each of their sub-catchments.   
 
Introduction 
A number of studies have been conducted that use and develop sets of sustainability 
indicators (Bell and Morse 2003, Bossel 2001, Gustavson, et al. 1999, Schultink 2000, 
Walker and Reuter 1996).  Only a few however build sustainability indicator sets that 
include the interactions between three domains of sustainability; environmental, social 
and economic.  Discussions emerging from different disciplines not surprisingly 
emphasise different aspects of sustainability, but there have been few attempts to fully 
integrate environmental, social and economic domains.  Furthermore while many 
authors have discussed the impact that changing spatial scale may have on 
measurement techniques used for sustainability few have taken the next step to 
analyse how indicator interactions are affected by spatial scale.  
The choice of indicators is based upon a number of assumptions that in turn, are 
informed by a range of values that underlie different domains.  The conflicting 
discourses of the different domains means that values can and do differ not only 
between domains but also within them and scale plays an important role in that 
process.  While indicators make claims about objectivity, they always have a value 
stance in the following ways: 1) the criteria chosen to measure the indicators 2) the 
methodology used to gather the data 3) the assumptions underlying the methodology 
(eg economic vs social vs environmental). Because the process of creating indicators 
produces information it becomes a source of power, especially in value terms.  
Unless the values of the policy managers that develop and use indicators coincide 
with public perceptions of sustainability there is little likelihood that the indicators 
will contribute to sustainability in a meaningful way.  One way to ascertain if the 
values of the public are in accord with the policy managers is to compare the 
indicators used by the different groups.  This paper focuses on local perceptions of 
sustainability as one aspect of a larger project on the issue of scale in sustainable 
indicators.  In this paper we report on a survey of sustainability conducted across 
thirty-two sub-catchments in three major catchments in southwest Victoria.  We 
developed a survey using information from a stakeholder consultation to uncover 
what people perceived as socially, economically and ecologically sustainable in each 
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of their sub-catchments.  In this paper using information from the survey we 
concentrate on two main elements. First we analyse the ways that people perceive 
sustainability in the southwest with particular focus on whether they define 
sustainability in a multi-dimensional way.  Secondly we describe the differences that 
occur when we move from regional to sub-catchment scale. 
Sustainable development; domains and value concordance across spatial scale 
In the first instance we may define values ‘as broad preferences concerning 
appropriate course of actions or outcomes (Wood, et al. 1998, p. 107).  Values in 
practice represent a person’s sense of right and wrong, or what ‘ought’ to be’.  
According to Wood (1998, p. 107)) ‘people’s values develop as a product of the 
learning and experiences they encounter in the cultural setting in which they live’ 
(Wood, et al. 1998, p. 107).  Since many people develop their values from their 
experiences in early childhood they become deep seated and hard to change.  
Consequently people’s values will often differ, causing conflict over desired 
outcomes.   
Kuran (1998, p. 232) wants to separate values and preferences as a means of 
differentiating between absolute principles and opportunistic consumption choices.  
He argues that values ‘are judgments about preference orderings or about the choices 
that preferences have generated’ (Kuran 1998, p. 232).  While this may seem to be a 
pedantic difference it is an important distinction as it shifts the focus from self-interest 
as the underlying assumption for people’s behaviour (preference) to one that 
embraces a more absolute set of prescriptions.  In this process we get two sets of 
rankings; a set of absolute standards (values) and a second set of rankings that deals 
with routine trade-offs of the first ranking (preferences).   
A further distinction is between values, norms and roles (Scott 2003).  Values are 
deemed to be ‘the criteria employed in selecting goals of behaviour’ while norms are 
‘the generalized rules governing behaviour that specify, in particular, appropriate 
means for pursuing goals’ (pp. 18-19).  Roles are ‘the expectations for or evaluative 
standards employed in assessing the behaviour of occupants of specific social 
positions’ (p.19).  For Scott values, norms and roles form an interrelated set of beliefs 
and prescriptions that help to organize the behaviours of groups of people.  It becomes 
a framework in which people learn how to communicate and behave in a particular 
environment.  What results is that rituals, climate, values and behaviours all combine 
to form a coherent whole (Schein 1992).   
This in turn leads to social and cultural discourses that act as filtering devices for 
ways of thinking and acting that help to shape people’s everyday practices (Dant 
1991).  This goes beyond the mere content of speaking, writing or some other 
symbolic form of expression, to the interpretations or meanings of the language used 
(Foucault 1972).  Some discourses are naturalised in the sense that they are accepted 
in an uncritical and largely unconscious manner as part of common sense or the way 
to perceive and understand the world (Fairclough 1993).  Accommodating new ideas 
and practices in public discourse is not necessarily the replacement of one set of ideas 
and practices with another.  It can also mean reinterpreting existing practices and 
ideas to incorporate new ways of thinking and acting.   
In this sense the introduction of the concept of sustainability into public policy 
discourses originated from the concerns of those who argued that natural resources 
were finite and needed to be used in more sustainable ways (Jänicke and Weidner 
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1997, Vig and Kraft 1994).  The result has been a shift in the design of administrative 
frameworks to take account of ecological factors and a growth of standard practices in 
many areas of government policy that address environmental and ecological issues 
(Moffatt, et al. 2001). The discourse of public policy now includes the language of 
sustainability although some commentators contest the extent to which such policies 
are mere rhetoric or actual (Day 1998). For some the outcome has often been the 
creation of new institutions rather than the reform of old ones (Gardner 1999).  
Furthermore the extent to which the concept of sustainability has penetrated the 
consciousness of ordinary citizens is not clear. 
An important element in sustainable development is the geographies of different 
places and how they impact upon social organizations.  There are two elements at 
play here; domain and value concordance across spatial scale.  Firstly there is the 
relationship between different domains of sustainable development.  The ‘Limits to 
Growth” argument suggested that there should be a relationship between the 
sustainability of economic and environmental resources (Meadows 1972).  Thus the 
notion of sustainable development was born where ecological and economic systems 
could be optimised (Adams 1990).  It is argued that introducing environmental values 
into everyday practices can act as an extension of economic values rather than a 
displacement (Paehlke 1994).  Furthermore ‘core’ environmental values such as 
ecology, health and sustainability can be complementary to economic values (Lefroy, 
et al. 1992).  And yet competition or outright conflict does occur between 
environmental and economic values especially when economic livelihoods are at 
stake.   
Furthermore the relationship of social and ecological forces is central to most 
environmental discourses.  Social forces include the habits, customs, institutions, 
laws, ideologies, modes of reasoning, language and other elements of human practice. 
On the other hand ecological forces include climate, photosynthesis, respiration, 
radiation levels and all the elements that affect the physical environment (Hartman 
1998).  The interaction between these two forces has repercussions for both human 
behaviour and environmental outcomes.   
At the local or household level the dominance of market relations have been evident 
for a long time.  Households focus on their survival needs in the market place and are 
willing to pay for direct services rendered.  At farm and business levels, maintenance 
and growth are dependent upon market considerations where the supply of goods and 
services necessitates a direct monetary exchange.  Households, businesses, farmers 
and industry all see the relationship between natural resources and the market as a 
‘normal’ economic activity.  This makes access to natural resources for different 
functions whether business or domestic dependent upon an economic exchange. The 
product is a private good in that it is divisible into separate components. That is 
people use natural resources in the amounts that they require.  
The public is also prepared to invest in support of public goods (Jordan and Maloney 
1996). In this sense people go beyond public choice theory to what Jordan and 
Maloney refer to as the logic of consequentiality (Jordan and Maloney 1996).  This 
refers to how communal actions have a personal and appropriate impact, which 
indicates that some actions simply make sense.  Businesses and households 
demonstrate their support for public goods through the general taxation provisions.  
At local level, farmers, businesses and householders pay tax in the form of rates for 
general services.  Parklands, public buildings and other local amenities are usually 
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supplied from these general revenues.  Each and every ratepayer may not necessarily 
use such local public infrastructure, but they are still willing to pay the taxes required. 
In this sense an individual’s priorities reflect their socioeconomic environment.  
However periods of economic decline promote materialist values whereas prolonged 
periods of high prosperity can encourage the spread of post-materialist values 
(Inglehart 1990).  For Inglehart (1990) it was in fact the abundance of wealth and 
resources, rather than the deprivation of them, which has led to the rise of new social 
movements like the environment and their attendant non-materialistic values.  And yet 
despite the very encouraging socio-economic environment of the immediate post-war 
era, few adults at this time ever developed post-materialist values because they had 
been socialized in a time of great insecurity during their youth (e.g. the Great 
Depression and World Wars I and II).  Their children, however, who reached maturity 
in the late 1960s and early 1970s, were among the first members of the new social 
movements.  Inglehart argues that the relationship between socioeconomic 
environment and value priorities then is not one of immediate adjustment.  There is a 
time lag since one’s basic values usually reflect the conditions that prevailed during 
the pre-adult years (Inglehart 1990).  Accordingly relating a post-materialist domain 
like the environment with a materialist domain like the economy is likely to produce 
both value concordance and discordance depending upon the value frameworks of the 
people concerned.  
Secondly, spatial scale presents a particular set of challenges in sharing values of 
sustainability (Cullen 1999).  For example different values will be expressed as the 
spatial scale of clearing native woody vegetation expands; soil condition (paddock 
scale), water tables and nutrient retention (catchment scale), water quality and 
biodiversity (regional scale) and atmospheric CO2 concentrations and climate 
(continental and global scales).  In the same way that the values associated with 
aggregated changes at a local scale influence sustainability at a coarse scale, national 
and global externalities (e.g. National competition policy, El Nino, globalisation) 
profoundly affect sustainable development at the finest of spatial scales e.g. small 
business enterprises, paddocks.  Similarly social capital that involves the extent of 
networks, trust and norms in local communities may not extend to the regional, 
national or international levels (Putnam 1993).   
The basic issue here is one of hierarchy theory (O'Neill, et al. 1989) in which natural 
processes are ordered into nested levels and lower levels are constrained by higher 
ones.  What is observed at one scale or level is perceived as ‘noise’ at the higher 
levels (Johnson and Gage 1997).  Specific features of the local habitat are affected by 
both the biophysical and anthropogenic variables but this will vary because of site 
specific processes (Harding, et al. 1999).  In this sense it depends upon the scale at 
which the process is observed.  This also applies to socio-economic features of the 
local landscape where historical, social and biographical factors help to determine the 
relationships with the natural environment.  Accordingly, trends at one scale may be 
meaningless at another scale because the fundamental relationships responsible for 
use of the trend may not hold across different spatial scales. 
South west Victoria 
The southwest region of Victoria stretches from the southern coastline of Victoria, 
north to Ararat and Harrow, and from the South Australian border in the west to 
Ballarat in the east (See map). The area covers approximately 23,300km
2
 and the 
majority of the landscape is dominated by flat volcanic plains, compared to the north 
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of the region which is characterised by sedimentary rises and a mountain range (South 
West Sustainability Partnership 2001).  The southwest is defined by its three 
catchments; Hopkins, Glenelg and Portland.  These catchments represent drainage 
basins within which there are 32 sub-catchments based upon natural landscape 
features (Glenelg Hopkins Catchment Management Authority 2003). 
Since European settlement, agricultural activities have dominated the economy of the 
southwest and the physical, social and economic landscape has undergone significant 
change.  Changes in the international commodity markets have helped to reshape the 
physical landscape.  The dominance of wool as the major export of the region has 
been replaced by increases in cropping, dairy production and timber plantations. In 
1990-91, the major industry by land-use was wool production, but by of 2000-01 
there had been a 28 % decrease in wool production.  In terms of total sheep numbers 
for wool and prime lamb production, there were 10.1 million sheep in 1990-91 and 
7.9 million by 2000-01.  Broad acre cropping expanded from approximately 62,000 
hectares in 1990-91 to 205,000 hectares by 2000-01 (330%), which is 10% of the total 
freehold area. Dairy farming has also expanded from 300,000 to 390,000 hectares in 
the decade (30%). Timber plantations for bluegum production were the third industry 
to grow. This industry grew from nothing in 1990-91 to 40,000 hectares by the end of 
2000-01, which is 4 % of the south-west Victorian agricultural area. Although this is 
still relatively insignificant on a regional basis, the expansion has occurred rapidly. It 
has been concentrated in the south-west corner of the region, displacing mainly beef, 
sheep and some dairy production in those areas (Institute of Land and Food Resources 
2000). These changes have led to a degradation of the regions natural resource base 
(Glenelg Hopkins Catchment Management Authority 2003).  
Overall the population in the southwest has remained reasonably static for the past 
two decades at around 97,000 people but there has been significant migration to the 
larger centres.  Since the three major industries within the region – agriculture, 
fisheries and tourism – all depend upon the region’s natural resource base, it is not 
just the state of the environment but also the ‘social and economic future of SW 
Victoria (that is) directly linked to the health and maintenance of the regions natural 
resources’ (South West Sustainability Partnership 2001).   
Establishing catchment level indicators 
This paper is one part of a major research initiative located in southwest Victoria 
aimed at guiding and informing progress towards regional sustainability (Duff, et al. 
2001). The overall initiative aims to develop and interpret an information-rich, cost-
effective and integrated indicator set covering environmental, social and economic 
dimensions of sustainable development.  The major questions posed by the overall 
research project are: 
1. How are indicators best used to support the cause of sustainable regional 
development? In addressing this question the overall project explores the 
relationships between indicators and adaptive management approaches to the 
management of natural resources. The critical importance of regional 
partnerships and networks is emphasised. 
2. What relationships exist between different indicators and different types of 
indicators (e.g. ecological vs. economic), and what can be deduced about 
sustainability from these relationships? 
3. Given that trends and relationships in indicators can be discerned, do these 
trends or relationships persist across different spatial scales? 
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The first task of the overall project was to establish a sustainability indicator set for 
the southwest.  To ensure that the set of sustainability indicators within the region 
reflected local stakeholder values a consultation process was undertaken.  Firstly an 
expansive literature review was conducted to collate a large set of sustainability 
indicators (Wallis 2003).  Through stakeholder consultation and prioritisation of 
indicators by organizations with a vested interest in sustainability within the 
southwest (including GHCMA, DNRE (now DSE), Nestle, EPA and members of the 
SW Sustainability Partnership) a workable set of indicators was developed.  During 
this stakeholder consultation key issues and values were identified and these formed 
the criteria for selection of sustainability indicators for the southwest.  
The indicators chosen through the consultation process used four basic pillars; social, 
economic, environmental and a fourth process of implementation and monitoring.  
The consultations deemed that coordination of sustainable development could only be 
achieved through the inclusion of the implementation and monitoring pillar.  While 
this can be seen more as an organisational goal than a domain of activity the 
stakeholders held it to be vitally important and so it was included.  The next step was 
to disaggregate the pillars into criteria that are representative of the broad values (key 
issues) that the community believes should maintain, protect or enhance sustainability 
in the southwest.  The values identified in the consultation are represented by criteria 
within each pillar and under each criterion there are indicators that have been selected 
to use as measurements of these values.  With an agreed set of indicators a data 
collection phase then began.   
There were two elements to this data collection.  First existing data sources are being 
collated and mapped using GIS to test relationships between indicators both within 
and between pillars of sustainability.  This part of the project is currently under way 
and information should be available in the near future.  A second approach was to 
survey the entire population of the southwest to test the relationship between 
stakeholder and community-wide values.  
The survey  
The sampling frame was designed to collect data at a small spatial scale using the 
thirty-two sub-catchments (See Map).  Since telephone was the medium of 
communication overlay maps of telephone exchanges were used to list the specific 
prefixes for telephone numbers in each sub-catchment.  The range of suffixes for each 
telephone exchange in the sub-catchments was then sampled using a random number 
generator (Excel).  As there are reasonable amount of unallocated numbers in each 
exchange area fifty numbers were selected to obtain a minimum response rate of 20 
per sub-catchment.  Further where response rates did not obtain the minimum in the 
first round of calls a further random sample was chosen until twenty numbers were 
obtained.   
As the survey data was to be collected using telephone interviews the questionnaire 
schedule was piloted to ensure that the language used was intelligible to the broader 
community.  Further since it had to be reasonably brief the schedule was restricted to 
twenty questions focusing on specific aspects of sustainability in the southwest.  The 
questionnaire schedule was divided into five sections: 
 Demography – five questions 
 Indicators of the condition of the local area – six questions 
 Defining sustainability and applying it to the sub catchment – seven questions  
 Group membership – one question 
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 Final comment – one question 
The interviews took place over seven weeks from 31 October to 19 December 2003 
during which time 2091 calls were made.  The response rate for those telephone 
numbers actually contacted was approximately 49%.    
Table 1 
Response rates to Telephone Interviews 
 Response Refusal No answer  Non-working Number Total 
Number 535 562 369 625 2091 
Percentage 26% 27% 18% 30% 100% 
While the sub-catchments vary in population size there was no attempt to draw the 
sample in a proportion to size since sustainability issues in the region are mostly 
related to land use issues.  Considering that the smallest population size for a sub-
catchment was around 500 it was decided to aim for a minimum of twenty 
respondents per sub-catchment.  In twenty-four sub-catchments the response rate 
reached twenty or more (in one case nineteen).  However there were some problems 
associated with reaching twenty in the other eight catchments.  Three of the smallest 
catchments were problematic in not only the match of telephone exchanges but also in 
the high number of non-working numbers.  Three others had a combination of high 
non-working numbers and personal issues associated with the interviewer.   Two 
catchments had significant interviewer problems associated with personal 
circumstances.  Since there was a time limit on the interview period it was impossible 
to complete the interview list of the two sub-catchments that had interviewer 
problems.  However the twenty-four completed sub-catchments were sufficient to 
give a representative sample of the region. 
The age groups in the sample were reasonably representative of the region as the 
following table indicates. 
Table 2 
Age Group as Percentage of Sample and ABS Census 2001  
 15-24 25-44 45-64 65+ 
Sample 7 32 44 17 
ABS 10 37 33 20 
The number of women in the sample was over represented at 64% Female and 36% 
male.  Due to legal issues relating to telephone marketing it was not possible to ring 
people after 8.00 pm at night which may account in some ways for the low response 
rate of males.   
The number of people in employment was 65% which accords with the ABS 2001 
Census at 64%.   
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Table 3 
Industry Type by Percentage of Sample and ABS Census 2001 
Industry Type SW Sample % ABS Census 2001 % 
Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing 46 21 
Manufacturing 2 12 
Construction 5 6 
Retail Trade 6 14 
Accommodation, Cafes and Restaurants 4 5 
Transport and Storage 1 3 
Communication Services 1 1 
Finance and Insurance 1 2 
Property and Business Services 1 5 
Government Administration and Defence 1 2 
Education 6 7 
Health and Community Services 9 11 
Cultural and Recreational Services 0 1 
Personal and Other Services 4 3 
Non-classifiable economic units 12 1 
Three of the industry types mining, electricity, gas and water supply, and the 
wholesale trade were not represented in the sample but were negligible in the census 
as well.  Those not in the labour force were distributed as follows: 
  Table 4 
Percentage of Persons in Non-labour Force  
 Percent 
Retired 41 
Unemployed 4 
Pensioner 14 
Housewife 31 
Student 11 
The distribution of industries across sub-catchments was more problematic especially 
where the numbers were quite small.  However there was general concordance 
between the sample and the ABS census around categories such as farming in the 
more rural areas and retired persons in the urban areas.   
Results 
Reporting sustainability domains 
The extent to which respondents saw sustainability as a combination of the three 
domains of social, economic and environmental can be ascertained from the responses 
to a number of questions.  The first question asked people whether they thought that 
southwest Victoria was a good place to live. The overwhelming majority of 
respondents (98.5%) agreed with the proposition.  The next question then asked the 
respondents ‘what things make it a good place to live?’  The responses were many 
and varied but when classified under the three domains of social, economic and 
environmental the main focus was environmental as the following table demonstrates. 
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Table 5 
Percent of response for good place to live by sustainability domains  
Domain Percent 
Environmental 54 
Social 32 
Economic 6 
Non-specific 8 
There were slight differences between the age cohorts with the older generation above 
sixty-five placing more emphasis upon the economic and less upon the environmental 
domain.  The 25-44 year old cohort placed more emphasis on the social than their 
middle aged counterparts 45-64 who gave the environmental domain as their most 
significant domain.  Furthermore there were no differences between the sexes. 
Respondents were then asked whether they thought there were any things that were in 
bad condition in the southwest.  Around 72% indicated that there was a variety of 
things in poor condition.  Overwhelmingly the bad condition of roads was foremost in 
the minds of the respondents but environmental issues did rate significantly.   
Table 6 
Percentage in bad condition by domain 
Domains Percent 
Environment 20 
 Water issues 7 
 Land issues 6 
 Waste issue 3 
 Other 4 
Social domain 17 
 Health 6 
 Other 11 
Economic 7 
Infrastructure 56 
 Roads 35 
 Transport 
services 
5 
 Other 16 
Again it was the middle aged group (45-64) who placed greater emphasis upon the 
environment than their counterparts in other age cohorts.  There were some 
differences between the sexes over the main environmental issues with men more 
inclined to register issues about water and women more concerned with issues of 
toxic waste.  Women were also responsible for the majority of responses in the 
health/medical services category.  
In question 8 respondents were asked the question ‘what does sustainability mean to 
you?’ Around 29% of respondents were unsure of the term sustainability and were not 
able to articulate a specific response.  Amongst this group there was no discernible 
difference in the types of industry to which they belonged and the rest of the 
respondents.  Another 36% gave responses that were not specific to any domain.  The 
following table indicates the types of non-specific definitions. 
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Table 7 
Categories of non-specific definitions of sustainability 
 Frequency Percent 
Keeping things going the same 122 63 
Providing for future generations 38 20 
Improving things 19 10 
Other 13 7 
Total 192 100 
Only 35% of respondents actually linked sustainability to a specific domain and only 
a third of those included multiple domains in their definitions.  Furthermore the 
environmental domain either singly or in combination was the dominant theme for 
these respondents as the following table demonstrates. 
Table 8 
Definitions of sustainability by domain 
 Frequency Percent 
Environmental 59 31 
Social 29 15 
Economic 27 15 
Social + Environmental 17 9 
Social + Economic 17 9 
Environmental + Economic 29 15 
Social + Environmental + Economic 10 6 
Total 188 100 
The above tables indicate that the discourse of sustainability in southwest Victoria is 
mainly concerned with the environmental domain.  However there is some evidence 
to suggest that there is a shifting discourse amongst people to see sustainability as a 
multiple domain concept.   
Spatial Scale and Value Concordance 
While the environmental domain may dominate the discourse of sustainability in 
southwest Victoria the concordance of indicators across scale is still problematic.  To 
test whether sub-catchments would differ on sustainability measures a small number 
of indicators was chosen from the sustainability set established in the original 
consultation with stakeholders.  These included indicators under the four pillars; 
 Social: population, quality of life, educational opportunities 
 Environmental: water reuse, wetlands, habitat growth  
 Economic: tourism, employment 
 Institutional: volunteers 
The respondents were asked to rate specific questions about the importance or not of 
each particular issue on a scale of 1 to 5.  The averages for each issue are shown in the 
following table.   
Table 9 
Mean Responses to Selected Indicator Set – Whole Region 
 Mean Std. Deviation 
Population 3.85 1.01 
Quality of life 4.25 0.90 
Education 4.30 0.85 
Water reuse 4.21 0.99 
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Habitat growth 4.11 0.98 
Wetlands 3.65 1.15 
Tourism 3.88 1.02 
Employment 4.56 0.73 
Volunteers 4.14 0.83 
All of the issues were rated as reasonably important although tourism, wetlands and 
population issues were ranked lowest across the region.  Using one way Anova with 
significance levels set at <.05 we found differences between sub-catchments on all 
issues except tourism and in order to group the sub-catchments against each of the 
nine statements we used cluster analysis.  
In answer to a question about the importance of a growing population there was quite 
a range of difference between sub-catchments.  The lowest ranked cluster of sub-
catchments was populated in the sample by a range of different industry groups 
including accommodation and restaurant people.  As the sub-catchment already 
suffers from declining towns and is losing population there is an expectation that 
more population might be welcomed.  On the other hand the sub-catchment with the 
highest ranking was mainly populated by farmers and retired people who may see the 
future of their localities bound up with better services and facilities that come with 
more population. Further it was the middle-aged cohort of people who thought 
population increase was not very important.   
When asked to rank a better quality of life the cluster of sub-catchments that rated 
highly and those that were low showed little difference in terms of gender and 
industry but there were some differences in age cohorts.  The majority of those that 
ranked quality of life as unimportant in the lowest ranked cluster were in 45-64 age 
bracket.  Further there were no apparent differences between the urban and rural 
areas.  However when asked about better educational opportunities the most 
significant feature that differentiated the highly rated sub-catchments from the lowest 
rating ones was housewives.  There were also some farmers in lowest ranked cluster 
who saw education as not at all important.  
The issue of waste water reuse differentiated the higher ranked cluster of sub-
catchments from the lowest ranked mainly in terms of urban and rural.  Similarly 
when asked about planting more trees along waterways the top and bottom clusters 
were mainly differentiated along urban/ rural lines.  Further there was a tendency for 
older generations in the lowest ranked clusters to give little or no importance to 
habitat renewal.    
The response to a statement about fencing off wetlands from cattle drew some 
expected results.  More urban based sub-catchments ranked the importance of the 
wetlands quite high whereas some rural based sub-catchments ranked it quite low.  
The lowest ranked sub-catchment had a 50% farmer representation and the highest 
ranked urban catchment was more than 50% professionally based.  However there 
were other rural sub-catchments who also had 50% farmer base that ranked the 
importance of wetlands reasonably high.  Accordingly the values of different farming 
communities cannot be assumed to be similar.  Further it was generally the older age 
cohorts who were not in favour of fencing off wetlands.   
Greater employment opportunities was mainly distinguished by two groups, 
housewives and retired who both rated very highly.  There was also a tendency for 
urban sub-catchments to rate higher than rural ones.  Increasing levels of tourism was 
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generally not rated highly by catchments with higher levels of farmers although this 
varied from place to place.  Further the differences of response to the question about 
whether there should be more people volunteering for communities activities were not 
immediately obvious from the data.   
What we see in this analysis is some consistency in terms of demographic categories 
across different sub-catchments.  But we also see what appear to be anomalies.  For 
example farmers are not consistent in the way they respond to different statements 
across the region and vary from catchment to catchment.  Similarly while age would 
generally be consistent with more conservative approaches to environmental issues it 
does not necessarily hold in each instance.  
Discussion and conclusion 
The outcomes of this survey demonstrate that not only are there some major issues 
about the development of sustainability indicators across different scales but also that 
there is a need for local sustainability managers to carefully assess the perceptions of 
local people.  What we have seen in this preliminary analysis is that values and 
geography intertwine in variable ways to produce different types of sustainability 
discourses.  In this way the boundaries of debate are often set in a subtle way through 
the rationality of particular discourses.   
In the debate over sustainability indicators the values of different domains may often 
come into conflict.  When this occurs some discourses tend to predominate over 
others and a hierarchy of values is established.  Subordinate discourses can then 
become seen as oppositional rather than complementary and are accorded a lower 
value.  In this process the structure of rationality leads to a justification for the 
selection of one set of values over another. This in turn helps to define the policy 
agenda and what is considered legitimate in policy debates.  The outcomes are that 
those whose positions are best served by dominant discourses tend to capture the 
political resources.  But the dominance of particular discourses are themselves subject 
to change over spatial scales as the evidence in this paper suggests.   
What communities value most and want to maintain, protect and enhance for present 
and future generations is dependent upon the relationship between three significant 
domains; economic, social and ecological (Lele and Norgaard 1996).  More 
importantly it is whether all stakeholders share the values across the locality and are 
engaged with one another in achieving a sustainable future (Bossel 2001). When the 
values underlying public policies are not consonant with the values of the people 
affected, policy failure will often result.  Involving the public in policy decisions will 
certainly assist the implementation process especially if the concerns of the public are 
taken into account in some form.  But where there is little or no support for a new 
policy the claims of opponent’s gain more credibility and the status quo is maintained.  
And since people’s capacity for change is often constrained by their identity with 
place it is difficult for new ideas to take root easily.  Accordingly where economic 
values are in conflict with environmental values it may not be because of any inherent 
opposition but because of the limitations of local traditions and practices.  In this 
sense then building indicators that have meaning over different scales requires 
understanding the ways that indicators are used at small scale level.   
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Map 1 
Victoria in Australia 
 
 
 
Map 2 
Catchments & Subcatchments in southwest Victoria 
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